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Communication During a Crisis: Keeping Our Patrons 
Informed During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
By John P. DeLooper and Michelle Ehrenpreis 
Abstract 
This article discusses the communications strategy used by the Leonard Lief 
Library to keep its patrons informed during the COVID-19 crisis. The Leonard Lief 
Library at Lehman College (CUNY) made use of its website, social media, and 
research guides to effectively convey timely information about service changes, 
library resources, and to improve outreach activities to its patron community even 
as the library’s physical building was closed to students, faculty, and staff. The 
library then measured the effectiveness of each medium by studying its usage data. 
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Introduction 
As COVID-19 spread throughout the New York region, local libraries and their 
patron communities faced a great deal of uncertainty. Would libraries close? If so, 
for how long? What would reopening entail? If libraries closed, how would patrons 
learn of closures, and how would they access library services from off campus?  
This article discusses the communications strategy one library used to keep its 
patrons informed about library updates and service changes during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The Leonard Lief Library at Lehman College specifically focused on the 
use of its website, social media, and research guides to convey information about the 
library’s response to COVID-19 by posting related information, such as building 
closures and service changes. 
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Background: Lehman College and Leonard Lief Library 
Lehman College is the City University of New York (CUNY)’s senior college in the 
Bronx, New York, offering more than 90 undergraduate and graduate programs in 
the liberal arts, sciences, and professional education. With a student body of more 
than 14,000, Lehman primarily serves undergraduate and master’s degree seeking 
students from across New York City and the surrounding counties (Lehman College 
Institutional Research, n.d.). In addition to its traditional role as a space for 
research and bibliographic instruction for the college community, the Leonard Lief 
Library serves as the de-facto student center on campus as Lehman College has no 
official student union facility. 
The Leonard Lief Library also has an electronic presence, including a website, 
research guides, and profiles on the social media platforms Facebook, Twitter, and 
Instagram. As an important point of contact for students accessing the library 
electronically, the library’s website features many online resources used by 
students, faculty, and staff. These resources include databases, live chat, and email 
reference services, along with links to the research guides and social media accounts 
previously mentioned. The library does not have a blog, so social media postings on 
Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook serve as the library’s principal medium for 
promoting its programming and providing updates about library services for the 
Leonard Lief Library patron community. 
As the unofficial student center on campus, the library has been a key location for 
students and community members seeking shelter or emergency services. For 
instance, the college president visited the library during 9/11, and personally asked 
students, faculty, and staff to remain there while transportation and safety issues 
were clarified (J.B. Munch, personal communication, March 8, 2021). In addition, 
the college has served as a designated hurricane evacuation center for the region. 
Information about the college’s disaster support role is publicized in a variety of 
ways, including on road signs (jag9889, 2011), maps maintained by community 
organizations (New York City Hurricane Evacuation Zones, 2012), and on websites 
maintained by the city’s Office of Emergency Management (“Hurricane in NYC?,” 
2005). During Hurricane Sandy, the last major natural disaster to strike the region, 
the college provided shelter to 160 displaced people for two weeks (“Lehman Honors 
Hurricane Heroes,” n.d.) .  
Additionally, Lehman College is noted for providing services that help individual 
students who are experiencing personal or family crises. These services include a 
food bank, mental health counseling, and emergency grants. The college also has a 
record of partnering with local organizations, such as hospitals, to deliver needed 
aid to the surrounding community (Girault, 2020). Lehman College’s librarians 
answer a broad variety of first-line questions during shifts on the library’s reference 
desk. As a result, they are also experienced with referring students to needed 
support services.  
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As COVID-19 grew into a worldwide pandemic, the college served as a COVID-19 
testing site (Hinman, 2020). The library and college have taken an active role in 
educating students, faculty, and staff about COVID-19 with resource pages on the 
college website and also via platforms such as live discussions, which has included 
question and answer segments related to vaccination (Moloney, 2021). 
Background: COVID-19 
The COVID-19 crisis (also called COVID or Coronavirus) involved the spread of a 
deadly viral pandemic throughout the world. The first cases of COVID-19 were 
identified in December 2019, in Wuhan China, and the virus soon spread 
worldwide. It was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization in March 
2020 (WHO Timeline - COVID-19, 2020). The first case in the Leonard Lief 
Library’s region was announced on 3/2/2020.  Nevertheless, that same day, New 
York City’s mayor Bill de Blasio encouraged residents to “get out on the town” and 
“go on with your lives” as the region was still uncertain about when the virus would 
cause significant issues locally (Coltin, 2020). 
This confidence faded fast as outbreaks began to emerge. By 3/7/2020, New York 
State’s governor had declared a state of emergency (Newburger, 2020). At this time, 
library staff continued to report to work in person, but discussion among staff 
included increasing trepidation about whether it was safe to continue to provide in-
person library services. On 3/13/2020, the library’s faculty hosted a meeting where 
they discussed the situation, and Library leadership approved a plan to close the 
library on 3/14/2020 and 3/15/2020. The library initially planned to reopen on 
Monday, 3/16/2020 with reduced hours. The anticipated reopening was delayed first 
to 3/17/2020, then cancelled entirely due to directives from the College, University, 
and state. Meanwhile, on 3/16/2020, New York City’s public schools also closed, and 
on 3/22/2020, the state declared a PAUSE period where nonessential workers were 
asked to stay home to reduce the spread of COVID-19 (Governor’s Press Office, 
2020). Prior to that, the library posted a notice on its website and social media feeds 
indicating that the library would be closed until further notice as of 3/17/2020 and 
began the process of transitioning to a fully online service model. 
The transition to online instructional delivery was difficult at first for many of the 
college’s faculty, who needed to rapidly convert in-person classes to online classes 
and ensure that students could continue to access their courses remotely. To 
address these difficulties, university leadership decided to announce a 
“Recalibration Period for Educational Equity” beginning on 3/24/2020 (Matos 
Rodríguez, 2020). This period lasted from 3/27/2020 to 4/1/2020, during which time 
cases and hospitalizations in the region peaked. During the recalibration period, 
classes were not taught; however, the library continued to provide virtual services 
to students, faculty, and staff. Between the closure notice on 3/17/2020 and the end 
of March of 2021, the library continued operating with an online-only model, and 
90% of classes, as well as most college services, continued to be provided solely 
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online (Path to Reopening, 2021). As of the writing of this paper, vaccines from 
Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna, and Johnson & Johnson have been approved for 
emergency use (CDC, 2021), and the city and state have each setup several 
vaccination sites, one of which includes Lehman College (NYC COVID-19 Vaccine 
Finder, n.d.). The college has also begun discussing its path toward safely 
reopening, most likely in the Fall 2021 semester (Lehman College, 2020). However, 
risk of additional COVID-19 outbreaks continues to factor into institutional decision 
making, especially as several new strains of COVID-19 have been identified (Stieg, 
2021). Debates on reopening will likely continue until vaccine efficacy against these 
new strains is fully determined (Rubin, 2021). 
Literature Review 
Electronic communications, especially via social media and website updates, have 
an extensive history of use in libraries. They have played a key role in helping 
libraries and other social services organizations navigate local and national crises 
since at least 1989. For example, in order to leave emergency services phone 
numbers free for first responders, California’s Santa Cruz public library 
“established and staffed a hotline to provide essential but nonemergency 
information to their community (how long to boil water; who to call for a building 
inspection; etc.)” (Will, 2001). 
Libraries also provided a crisis management role in 2001, when the September 11 
terrorist attacks impacted the New York and Washington, DC regions. In New 
York, Eng (2002) described a period where the library at Borough of Manhattan 
Community College, located very near to Ground Zero, was closed to the public for 
three weeks due to the 9/11 terrorist attacks . During this time, Eng and his 
colleagues worked both in-person and remotely to keep the library’s website 
current, answer reference questions through email, and support information 
literacy endeavors by gathering and sharing relevant resources on topics including 
anthrax and terrorism for students (Eng, 2002). In Arlington County, Virginia – 
where the Pentagon was attacked on 9/11 – the local public library system also 
provided robust, locally-tailored information services. These services included 
posting police and fire department briefings, as well as local traffic closure 
information on the library’s website. The Arlington County Library also used 
electronic tools to collect the names of individuals interested in volunteering for 
local community service organizations (Will, 2001). 
Han (2019) explored ways libraries responded to disasters from 2009 to 2018, with a 
focus primarily on how three public libraries used the social media platform Twitter 
during Hurricane Sandy. Han (2019) noted that Hurricane Sandy was a catalyst 
that “prompted a new era for societal response to emergencies and community 
needs,” (p. 38) and classified library communications on Twitter into several 
categories. These categories were hurricane information, library policies, 
information about renewals/fines, library statuses/branch closures, events or 
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services related to the hurricane, events or services not related to the hurricane 
(including event or service cancellations), non-library events, and non-library 
services related to the hurricane. Other categories included replies to posts or 
messages, and informal social interactions. During the period from 10/29/2012 to 
11/2/2012, each library that Han studied posted several times a day on Twitter, 
with daily post counts ranging from 4 to 29 tweets. Han’s content analysis showed a 
progression from reassuring patrons that fines for overdue books would be waived, 
to advertising services available at each library such as electrical outlets, heat, 
internet, and book/video entertainment options. 
In 2014, following the shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, Twitter 
also played a role in helping the Ferguson library communicate that it could be a 
safe space for its community. Library staff tweeted a picture of a sign created by the 
Ferguson library’s director which emphasized the library’s inclusivity towards its 
patron community. Followers of this account responded well, noting that they felt 
safe to use library spaces and services. After seeing this social media message, 
several of the library’s Twitter followers also offered to volunteer at the library 
during this time (Alajmi, 2016). 
In addition to providing disaster response services, some libraries have 
preemptively prepared for disasters that could affect their communities. This 
preparation has often included the online publication of research guides/LibGuides 
and other documents that describe library policies and disaster plans. In addition, 
many library research guides also provide contacts for disaster relief services for 
both large scale disasters and for crises that may affect individuals or families 
(American Library Association, 2019; Floyd, 2020; Martin, 2017; Patrick, 2018; 
Thompson et al., 2014). 
Taken together, these examples help establish that there has often been a 
perception of libraries as a trustworthy place (Vårheim, 2007, 2014). Because of this 
community-centered position of trust, many patrons see the library as a safe haven 
or refuge, both as a physical building and space, as well as a metaphorical safe 
space for sharing accurate and timely information (Stricker, 2019). Libraries 
further reinforce their trusted role in many ways, ranging from purchasing new 
collections that respond to wartime interests (Becker, 2003) to demonstrating 
principles like their support for equity and inclusivity (ALA Council, 2017). 
While much of the research surrounding crisis communications concerns public 
libraries, there is also a significant body of literature that pertains specifically to 
academic libraries. Humphrey et al. (2020) noted that emergency response training, 
which resulted from the 2007 Virginia Tech campus shooting, caused many 
academic libraries to review their disaster preparedness plans and reevaluate their 
communication strategies. To that end, Kennesaw State University launched a 
Crisis Coordinator program that designates volunteers to be ready to respond in the 
event of a disaster. Humphrey et al. also noted that academic libraries can serve as 
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a shelter location, and provide a central role for connecting and engaging the college 
and its community both in-person and through posting online resources. 
In addition, Skinner (2006) described how Xavier University and several other New 
Orleans-area academic libraries responded to Hurricane Katrina. Importantly, 
Skinner mentioned some impediments to electronic communications that were faced 
by the academic librarians at Xavier, such as floods destroying electronic 
communication infrastructure and limiting the availability of cell phone signals and 
mobile data. Lack of internet and damaged electrical infrastructure also prevented 
library access to electronic email services, both college-owned and services from 
commercial providers like Yahoo and Gmail. 
O’Shea (2014) noted the same concerns about electronic communications 
breakdowns, noting that both physical and interpersonal networks can often be 
disrupted during disasters. Accordingly, O’Shea stressed the importance of using 
social media for disaster communication, especially since the ability of libraries to 
use multiple social channels can facilitate redundancy, increasing the likelihood of 
reaching their patrons and staff members in a crisis. In addition, social media tools 
allow staff to respond not only to disasters and crises from off campus but also to 
maintain a dialog with patrons as a crisis progresses or evolves (O’Shea, 2014). 
O’Shea (2014) also noted that academic libraries sometimes include mentions of 
communication strategies in disaster plans. An example of these strategies can be 
found in University of Michigan’s disaster response plan, which calls for 
centralizing all library communications through university officials, a library unit 
head, or an official Communications Coordinator (University of Michigan, 2019). In 
addition, Michigan’s plan specifically asks staff and volunteers to refrain from 
discussing responses to any disasters or crisis on social media. Similarly, Michigan 
State University also calls for a communication director to coordinate 
communication between libraries, campus officials (MSU Libraries Disaster 
Manual, 2018), and external patrons, as does the disaster plan for Ohio State 
University’s ATI library. This document describes the role of the library director in 
disaster response as coordinator of both internal and external communications, 
which includes responsibility for posting “detailed information online as able”, 
specifically on the library’s website and its Facebook page, as well as coordinating 
messaging with ATI college public relations coordinator (ATI Library Disaster 
Manual, n.d.).    
While these plans mention crisis communications, Borgerding (2015) studied 
disaster preparedness by academic libraries. Borgerding’s survey found that many 
academic libraries do not plan for disaster communications, with 57% of 
respondents noting they did not have a disaster communication plan and 30% 
stating they were unsure if their library had a crisis communications plan. 
Borgerding adds that the academic libraries that do have plans use elements 
commonly suggested by crisis management scholars, “including establishing a 
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response team, identifying a spokesperson, identifying internal and external 
stakeholders, defining the different types and levels of potential crises, and 
identifying communication channels and methods” (Borgerding, 2015). 
The authors were unable to find detailed examples of libraries using newer social 
media platforms, such as Instagram and TikTok, to help communicate with patrons 
or staff during crises or disasters. This gap in the literature may reflect that these 
platforms are too new to have been studied extensively. 
Research Objectives 
The worldwide coronavirus pandemic was, in many ways, an unprecedented time 
for libraries, both in the United States and around the world. For the first time in 
recent history, many libraries were forced to close the doors of their physical spaces 
in order to safeguard the health and safety of their patron communities (Breeding, 
2020). As a result, many libraries switched to providing services entirely online. As 
with many other institutions, Lehman College’s Leonard Lief Library closed its 
physical location beginning Saturday, 3/14/2020, and implemented an online-only 
service model at that time. As of the writing of this article, the library building has 
yet to reopen, and librarians and staff continue to provide remote services to the 
college’s students, faculty, and staff.  
Without the option to post notices in-person or directly inform patrons about the 
library’s service changes, the Leonard Lief Library had to determine the most 
effective way to communicate with the college’s students, faculty, and staff during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In response, the Leonard Lief Library chose to study three 
methods of online communication that it used most frequently: the library website, 
research guides (LibGuides), and the library’s social media profiles. By studying 
platform usage, the library hoped to determine which outlet would be most effective 
in reaching the Leonard Lief patron community during both remote-only services 
and upon return to on-site, in-person services. 
Communication Action Plan 
In contrast to previous crisis situations, the infectious nature of the COVID-19 
pandemic meant that the library’s physical building could not serve as a place of 
shelter and refuge as it had after crises like 9/11 or following Hurricanes Irene and 
Sandy. This meant that library services had to be conducted in an entirely virtual 
manner and that also service updates had to be communicated entirely online. 
Previously, the library had communicated service updates both online and with in-
person outreach tools, such as paper and digital signage. This was unique as 
compared to previous crises because the spread of the virus rendered it too 
dangerous for library staff to return to the physical building to put up signage, or 
for library patrons to visit the library and see any posted signage about service 
changes.  In response, the library’s Web Services-Online Learning Librarian and 
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Electronic Resources Librarian created a three-pronged strategy to inform the 
Leonard Lief Library’s patron community about new and ongoing library services. 
This also included providing important information about COVID-19 as well as 
federal, state, and college responses to it. The strategy to share this information 
consisted of website updates, especially the use of a service change banner and 
updates to various service-related portions of the website; postings on social media 
platforms; and the creation and maintenance of research guides. This 
communication process began with providing information about the library’s 
building closure, then highlighted resources relating to COVID-19, and then focused 
on informing patrons how they could access library services remotely. As the 
COVID-19 crisis continued, and became part of everyday life, the library also began 
to post a greater volume of updates unrelated to COVID-19, such as information 
about events or new databases. This study includes an examination of the content 
posting and updating strategies used on each platform and measures the 
effectiveness of each strategy through examining the usage metrics available for 
each platform. 
Part 1: Website 
A library’s website is a key place where students, faculty, and staff encounter 
library tools and services online (Al-Qallaf & Ridha, 2019). By using the website’s 
home page as a starting point, the authors decided that information about COVID-
19 related closings and service changes needed to be available in an easy-to-find 
and prominent location where students would be likely to notice these updates. 
Because many students rely on the library’s posted hours, the first step was to note 
hours changes and closures as soon as they were announced. Immediately 
thereafter, a neon yellow alert banner was placed on the site to centralize closing 
and COVID-19 related information. This banner included information about hours, 
ways to contact the library, and instructions for viewing research guides, accessing 
reference services, and borrowing materials. 
8




Figure 1: Image of Library Home page with informational banner 
The banner’s original color was chosen at the request of the college’s Information 
Technology Division, who wanted the library to format its COVID-19 
announcements in a similar color and style as the alerts on the college’ home page, 
which also had a neon yellow banner placed on it. In terms of keeping the banner’s 
information current, the hours and linked resources were adjusted as new changes 
and decisions from the college and university level arose. For instance, noting that 
students seldom called the library via phone, but still needed to have a working 
number to reach when necessary, the head of reference requested that telephone 
calls be routed to her office phone extension, which she could monitor on weekdays. 
Reference questions and other inquiries left as voicemails were then forwarded to 
other librarians as needed. This meant that any pages where the library’s main 
phone number was present needed to be changed to the head of reference’s number 
instead. Additional information about borrowing materials and returning them was 
also added due to student questions. Since the library website had no formal news 
section or blog, students could learn news on the website from three areas which 
were embedded on the library homepage: an Instagram feed, Twitter feed, and a 
featured section which included an image carousel of rotating announcements. All 
of these were used before the pandemic and were thus likely to be familiar to 
patrons.  
In terms of each social media platform’s presence on the website, each embedded 
social media feed had a label that indicated the purpose for which it was most 
frequently used. Thus, the Twitter feed was labeled “News” and the Instagram feed 
was labeled “Renovation Updates,” as the library had used Instagram to post 
photographs of building changes related to a renovation project prior to the 
pandemic. With the closure of the physical library and the ensuing service changes, 
renovation updates were no longer necessary but providing information about 
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COVID-19 was critical. Therefore, the Instagram post area was renamed “COVID-
19 updates.” The “featured” carousel also became more important as a place to list 
research and instruction resources. Accordingly, its selection of images rotated 
between information about open educational resources; technology resources, such 
as obtaining Wi-Fi or requesting laptop loans; information about library databases 
that vendors made free during the pandemic; and other resources, including newly 
created and updated research guides.  
To better highlight information about additional resources available for teaching 
during the pandemic, the web services-online learning librarian and electronic 
resources librarian made sure that an open educational resources (OER) marketing 
website the library created prior to the start of the semester was also highlighted on 
the library’s website and linked to in guides and in social media posts. Open 
educational resources (OER), which are “teaching, learning and research 
materials… that reside in the public domain or have been released under an open 
license” (Open Educational Resources (OER), 2019) permit no-cost distribution of 
textbook and other course materials. Therefore, the OER site, and several other 
OER resources, were also emphasized on the library’s social media pages and on the 
carousel, so that faculty could better understand how they could use OER materials 
to better support student learning during the pandemic. This was especially 
important because students could no longer access the library’s collection of print 
textbooks on reserve, and many students did not have their own copies of required 
textbooks. Using the carousel to highlight OER and other services represented a 
dramatic expansion of its use from in the previous semester when it focused almost 
exclusively on highlighting new library databases available for the campus 
community’s use. 
 
Figure 2: Image of social media sections and Featured Slider 
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There were also a few components of the library’s web presence that the library did 
not maintain. The most notable of these was the Ex Libris OneSearch discovery 
system. While COVID-related announcements were posted on OneSearch, these 
were created and maintained by CUNY’s Office of Library Services (OLS), not the 
Leonard Lief Library, and as such, they do not factor into this discussion of the 
Leonard Lief Library’s communication strategy. 
 
Figure 3: OneSearch Discovery System Announcements were created and 
maintained by CUNY's Office of Library Services 
Part 2: Social Media 
Another important channel used to stay in contact with students was social media. 
This was perhaps the best tool for meeting students in a media they access 
frequently.  According to the Pew Research Center, around 7 out of every 10 
Americans use social media to get their news. Among users age 18 to 29 -- which is 
the demographic of the majority of Lehman students (About Lehman College: Facts 
and Data, n.d.; Lehman College Institutional Research, n.d.) -- the percentage is 
even higher. In this age group, 90% use at least one social media platform for news 
(Pew Research Center, 2019). 
In addition, users of social media platforms are very likely to be accessing these 
tools from a mobile device (Google Developers, 2017; Lenhart, 2015; Pew Research 
Center, 2019; Tankovska, 2021). 
Unfortunately, without paying for advertising accounts, Facebook, Twitter, and 
Instagram make it difficult to tell which users access social media profiles via 
mobile devices. However, the library’s website usage statistics showed that about 
21% of the usage from the six months preceding March 2021 came from a mobile 
device or tablet. Given that nearly a quarter of users accessed the library’s website 
from a mobile device during this time, it is clear that providing support for these 
mobile device users is important. 
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Accordingly, the web services-online learning librarian and electronic resources 
librarian thought that using social media tools might be a good way to reach 
students on the platforms they use most frequently, and in ways that would be easy 
for them to browse on mobile devices. Student feedback supported this assumption. 
Several students noted in chat reference transcripts, and in questions and direct 
messages posted to our social media pages, that they did not have laptop or desktop 
computers at home. While this situation would eventually change due to the 
school’s strategy of purchasing Chromebooks to aid students working from home, 
the library continued to focus on social media channels and assume mobile data and 
apps are easier to access in at least enough cases to justify our focus on these 
channels. 
Prior to the pandemic, the authors’ social media strategy generally consisted of 
posting news and event announcements on Twitter, and the Instagram page focused 
on the college’s renovation announcements. As the renovation began concluding in 
early 2020, coverage of the refreshed building spaces and new tools, such as study 
rooms available for students, supplanted construction-related renovation 
information. During this time, Instagram and Facebook posts were usually 
concurrent and identical, as the Facebook/Instagram Creators Studio tool made 
simultaneous posting a low-effort endeavor.  
As the pandemic progressed, the authors realized that several things needed to be 
communicated on social media. Not only was information about closures crucial and 
changes to policies such as laptop borrowing important, but students also needed to 
be connected to other services and departments that could provide assistance to 
them during the pandemic. This mindset was in keeping with the library’s image as 
a go-to source of information on campus, which the department desired to be 
projected and maintained online as well. Posting college updates as well as Library 
updates also encouraged students to follow the library for all the latest campus and 
COVID-related news and solidified the library’s image as a virtual information 
center. Thus, services such as laptop borrowing, led by the college’s IT department; 
free food services from the college’s food bank; and mental health counseling 
resources from the college’s Counseling Center were showcased. Due to the 
integration between Facebook and Instagram, posts were usually published 
simultaneously, while Twitter posts would be posted a few days later. This was 
done to avoid duplication of information on the library’s website, which had spaces 
that featured both the latest Twitter tweets and Instagram posts. The authors also 
increased use of retweeting and regramming to extend the reach of other 
departments throughout the college and help share information and updates from 
relevant offices to our patron community. In turn, many of these college 
departments, as well as faculty and even officials such as the college president also 
reposted library content on their own social media profiles, which further increased 
outreach.  
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At the start of the pandemic, with uncertainty about when the library would close 
or remain open, the authors tried to update social media sites more frequently than 
they had previously, and thus increased posts from approximately once a week on 
each platform to almost once a day at the height of COVID-related uncertainty. 
Many of these initial COVID-19 posts were hours- and building-related. 
To professionalize posts, the authors looked to other college departments and 
libraries throughout the region, and saw that many were using Canva, an online 
graphic design software, to create posts that were both visually compelling and 
could include text and graphics. By modeling posts after those created by other 
departments and institutions, the authors hoped to make social media content more 
compelling. Since the start of the pandemic, library posts have continued to use 
these tools for the majority of Instagram and Facebook posts. Assets such as icons 
and GIFs from other services such as Freepik, which provides royalty-free stock 
photos, as well as Flaticon, which provides icon-like images that can be used in 
designs, and Font Awesome, a library of text character icons, were also frequently 
integrated into posts.  
As another effort to help avoid duplicate posts being displayed at the same time, 
messages were tailored to be delivered differently in each different medium. For 
instance, Instagram messages always included a photo, while Twitter posts were 
often more text-heavy, albeit within Twitter’s limitation of 240 characters per post. 
Instagram had limitations too; without a paid advertising account, a post cannot 
include working hyperlinks. Therefore, an effort was made to use simple links that 
are easy to type or copy and paste. Accordingly, when a shorter or more memorable 
URL was needed, the URL shortening services TinyURL, TinyCC, and Bit.ly were 
utilized. 
Since the physical library was closed and students now primarily interacted with 
librarians by chat, the authors also set out to enhance personal connections with the 
community in an online format. This was accomplished by incorporating posts with 
librarians showing their faces and indicating positive wishes on social media. 
13
DeLooper and Ehrenpreis: Communication During a Crisis
Published by CUNY Academic Works, 2020
 
 
Figure 4: A post with librarian faces 
The first instance of this was a collage of librarian faces, screen-shotted from a 
Zoom call. This demonstrated that Leonard Lief Library’s librarians were working 
from home and ready to assist students. It also put a face to a name for students 
who had used in-person reference services and were now using chat services, and it 
encouraged students to continue to reach out for librarian assistance. Subsequently, 
the college led an effort for individuals and departments to express positive wishes 
for graduation since pandemic concerns precluded the college from holding an in-
person graduation. The library staff responded to this initiative by using an official 
college template to create a post that expressed positive wishes to graduating 
students. These efforts received high levels of engagement from students, and 
seemed to be part of a broader trend, as many other libraries created similar staff 
photo collages at their institutions.  
14




Figure 5: The Library’s graduation photo collage paralleled a college wide effort, 
and demonstrated support for students 
Finally, library staff also began a profile series to introduce librarians. These 
profiles described their subject specialties and included library-related designed 
advice to make them more approachable for students.  
 
Figure 6: An example of the profile series 
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Efforts were also made to share information from other departments more broadly. 
To that end, as mentioned previously, the authors began regramming content from 
other college offices, and dramatically increased retweeting content from campus 
and university offices and officials as well.  
With social media, the primary goal was to inform and educate students during this 
crisis. Thus, a mix between formality and informality was sought in order to engage 
a variety of students who respond to and appreciate different kinds of posts. While 
Canva was often used as a graphic design tool to match the style of other 
departments, the authors also experimented with other styles of posts such as 
incorporating animal/pet memes, which are popular on Instagram and other social 
media services (Pasarow, 2020). 
 
Figure 7: An attempt to use an animal meme to communicate a service change 
Social media also allowed for more back and forth interaction with students. For 
instance, shortly after our building closed, a few students expressed concern that 
the library was their key place to study, and thus that they were disappointed to 
lose it. The opposite sentiment was common as well: other students expressed 
appreciation about the closure, viewing it as a measure intended to keep them safe. 
Part 3: Research Guides 
The Leonard Lief Library creates research guides using Springshare’s LibGuides 
platform. Recognizing that without in-person instructional support, students might 
become more reliant on research guides, several steps were taken to ensure that 
this platform was ready to serve student needs. First, a mobile resources guide that 
was no longer maintained and had been unpublished, was updated and re-published 
to let students know that many databases could be accessed from smartphones. 
16
Urban Library Journal, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2020], Art. 4
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/ulj/vol26/iss2/4
 
Then, a remote resources guide was created to better describe what services and 
materials students could access from off campus. 
Because each research guide was easy to update and maintain, updates to guides 
were frequent. For instance, in response to queries about textbooks, the OER 
librarian and STEM liaison added information about OER resources to the remote 
resources guide and to other guides. The instruction librarian created a guide that 
instructed students how to obtain free or discounted internet access. Additionally, 
the electronic resources librarian added information about subscription database 
vendors and e-texbook publishers who provided complementary access to resources 
during the pandemic. At the request of the campus counseling center, resources 
about mental health and government information about COVID-19 testing and 
services were also included in the remote resources guide. A FAQ was also added to 
consolidate answers to questions patrons reported as confusing or difficult to locate, 
such as borrowing laptops from the IT division. Because of the sharable nature of 
Springshare LibGuides, any page or guide could also be shared on other guides or 
linked to when librarians, particularly subject specialists, felt the resource would 
benefit the students, faculty, and staff to which they liaised. 
 
Figure 8: Image of the Remote Resources Research Guide 
The library also added a banner to all research guides, which included service 
changes and library contact options. Additionally, each page in each of the library's 
research guides included links to the remote resources guide and the mobile devices 
guide. This banner was modeled after the one placed on the library’s website. After 
a few weeks, student awareness of service changes increased. In response, the 
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banner on each research guides page was removed except for the banner posted to 
the LibGuides home page. However, the banner on this page was modified to allow 
it to be "dismissed" at the patron’s discretion by clicking a small “x” in the top-right 
corner of the banner.  
 
Figure 9: Image of the Research Guides Home Page with dismissible information 
banner 
The Leonard Lief Library’s research guides were also used to connect students to 
library services and collections via the Learning Tools Interoperability (LTI) 
standard. LTI is “a standard developed by IMS Global Learning Consortium, which 
allows courseware and learning tools from different vendors to be launched within a 
learning platform,” typically a learning management system (LMS) such as 
Blackboard or Canvas (LTI Fundamentals FAQ, 2021). All Lehman courses that 
have an online presence in the campus learning management system Blackboard 
link to library research guides via the LTI standard. This technology enables the 
library to match subjects with relevant guides based on instructor and library 
liaison preferences, though most guides featured a default introductory guide called 
“Library Resources for Students”. In response to the COVID-19 crisis, this mapping 
was changed to the Remote Resources guide, so students had the timeliest relevant 
resources in a centralized guide, linked directly from their classes. This placement 
in Blackboard was especially timely given the transition of all classes to online 
format and the subsequent amount of time students were spending in their online 
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course shells. Adjustments to the LTI framework also began a process of increased 
communication with subject liaisons to better determine which LTI mappings could 
best serve students and faculty. An effort to make guides more stylistically 
consistent across creators was also launched during this period. 
Part 4: Evaluation 
To determine if the efforts to improve the library’s communications with its campus 





Jan Feb March April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Monthly 
Average 
2019 14516 26211 28523 25980 23889 10468 8968 14964 37697 35720 33001 24892 286848 23735.75 
2020 13930 23187 20744 14781 14625 9801 7951 11934 19541 20342 16950 12834 188640 15551.67 




-4% -12% -27% -43% -39% -6% 
-
11% 




-36% -32% -17%           -28% 
 
The library uses Google Analytics to measure traffic to its website. From this tool, 
the authors could see that pageviews were down every month of 2020 as compared 
to 2019, and have continued to fall in 2021. But pageviews are not the only metric 
measured by Google Analytics, which also measures users, new users, and sessions. 
The library had data for these categories from August 2019 onward, due to an issue 
relating to the setup of Google Analytics on the library website.  
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Users 






       
5,023 9,914 9,448 9,477 7853 41,715 8,343 
2020 4,663 7,359 6,692 4,749 4,575 2,597 2,275 3,968 5,449 5,447 4,882 3,927 56,583 4,715 
2021 2614 4,628 4,675 





       





2021 -44% -37% -30% 
          
-37% 
 
For the months available, total users appear to be down, and continuing to fall. New 
users for the available months of 2020 were half of the ones from 2019. 
New Users 
New 






       
2,677 5,418 4,919 4,678 3,966 21,658 4,332 
2020 2,173 3,236 2,852 1,878 1,730 1,151 970 1,731 2,342 2,195 1,846 1,431 23,535 1,961 
2021 1,098 1,868 1,901 





       





2021 -49% -42% -33% 
          
-42% 
 
New users have also dropped and continue to drop throughout the pandemic.  
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10,025 23,336 23,297 22,707 18,061 97,426 19,485 
2020 9,509 15,181 14,341 11,112 10,908 6,338 5,334 7,246 11,468 11,944 11,015 8,621 123,017 10,251 
2021 5,879 9,582 10,769 





       





2021 -38% -37% -25% 
          
-33% 
 
Sessions, which measure each time a given user visits any page on the website 
during a period of use, also dropped. For the months available, the monthly session 
average was just over half in 2020 as 2019 and has fallen in the first few months of 
2021 as well. 
Social Media 
Facebook 





2019    1209 1208 403 586 2579 1264 1211 617 1054 10131 1125.6 
2020 2526 1679 684 703 427 370 206 133 189 257 383 153 2821 313.4 
2021 138 831 805 
         
0 
 
Change -95% -51% 18% -42% -65% -8% -65% -95% -85% -79% -38% -85% -72% -62% 
 
In terms of social media, starting with Facebook, information for January, 
February, and March of 2019 were not available. Throughout the rest of the period 
measured, use on Facebook seems to be down every month. However, there were 
notable peaks in January and February of 2020. The huge drop from January 2020 
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to January 2021, and February 2020 to 2021, may suggest that perhaps Facebook 
audiences or the Facebook algorithm responded best to the renovation pictures 
posted during those months, and that pandemic content was not as popular with 
Facebook users. Alternatively, the drop could also demonstrate that Facebook is 
becoming a less popular service among the library’s patrons, or that failure to pay 
for advertising results in lower distribution of Facebook posts. 
Instagram 





2019    303 305 221 299 188 336 568 205 601 3026 336.2 
2020 1120 751 1105 657 367 410 312 153 327 514 164 75 5955 496.25 
2021 150 895 364 
          
469.66 
Change -87% 19% -67% 117% 20% 86% 4% -19% -3% -10% -20% -88% -2% 9% 
 
For Instagram, usage data from January, February, and March of 2019 was also not 
available. But Instagram usage was up significantly in April, May, and June of 
2020. This suggests that usage spiked during the height of the pandemic, as April of 
2020 showed twice as many views much as during the previous year. 
Instagram usage seemed to increase generally, with average users for the months 
available increasing in 2020 as compared with the previous year, with the notable 
exception of December and January when the web services librarian was not 
posting due to being on family leave. During those months, the volume of postings 
dropped. Also, it is notable that the 2021 data from January and March is quite a 
bit down relative to 2020. The large gap from 2020 to 2021 in January and March 
suggests that those months had greater usage in 2020 than might be typical. The 
authors speculate that this is because during January, there was a lot of renovation 
content, and March was the height of COVID-related changes. This suggests that 
the COVID-related content might have been most useful to the library’s Instagram 
audience at the time when the library was closing, and service changes were in flux. 
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Twitter Tweet Impressions 







2019   2777 3081 3887 1419 2410 1817 2526 4737 4791 7843 35288 3528.8 
2020 6450 4222 14600 2463 5132 1430 3418 2109 2197 2591 2723 941 48276 4023 




  426% -20% 32% 1% 42% 16% -13% 
-
45% 




-85% -10% -83%           -59% 
 
The library’s Twitter data was perhaps the most surprising. Twitter’s default 
measurement is impressions, which measure each time a user views an item posted 
on a given profile. Looking at these impressions, some months showed increased 
usage, and some indicated reduced usage. Notably, however, March impressions 
were up by nearly 11,000 in March 2020. This suggests that, as with Instagram, 
library patrons were frequently looking at the library’s closing announcements and 
other updates on Twitter. 
Twitter analytics also display the number of tweets posted in each month. By 
combining this metric with the impressions data, impressions per tweet can also be 
calculated. This measurement allows a more detailed examination of tweet 
effectiveness. If many tweets are posted, but are not read, then they are not 
effective, either as seen by Twitter’s algorithm or by the library’s users. This also 
allowed the library to measure the relative effectiveness for the tweets during the 
lower frequency of posting in December 2020, when the web services librarian was 
on leave and the number of postings decreased. 
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Impressions Per Tweet 





         
338.4 532.3 490.2 453.6 
2020 921.4 703.7 973.3 1231.5 1283.0 357.5 3418.0 703.0 274.6 431.8 544.6 941.0 982.0 
2021 248.0 189.6 246.3 









-73% -73% -75%          -74% 
 
The library’s Twitter mentions did not measure the number of tweets posted until 
October 2019, so only tweets posted after that can be analyzed. Looking at this 
measure shows that the impressions per tweet fluctuated wildly. Interestingly, it 
appears that March, April, and May were highly effective in terms of impressions 
per tweet, as was July of 2020. Our speculation for why this could be is as follows: it 
is possible that tweets in those months were syndicated and retweeted by accounts 
with bigger audiences, such as the college’s president and/or specific faculty 
members who share library content periodically. Alternatively, April and May of 
2020, as well as July 2020, might have featured posts that were most compelling to 
the library’s patrons. Finally, average impressions per tweet were nearly twice as 
high in 2020 as in 2019, but have fallen in 2021. The web services – online learning 
librarian and electronic resources librarian believe it is too soon to speculate as to 
reasons for this change as it cannot yet be determined if these data demonstrate a 
temporary phenomenon or are part of a broader trend. 
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Home Page Use 







2019 2140 7256 8909 7482 5510 2848 1853 1322 6864 8231 7706 4737 64858 5404.83 
2020 2024 5779 5518 5385 4838 2239 1747 1638 5896 6328 5284 3379 50055 4171.25 
Change -5% -20% -38% -28% -12% -21% -6% 24% -14% -23% -31% -29% -14803 -17% 
 
For Research Guides, usage of the research guides home page was down every 
month of 2020, an average of 17% on a year-to-year basis. 
Research Guide Sessions 
 
While the home page usage was down, research guide sessions were up notably each 
month. During the period studied, August and September were especially notable, 
with nearly 4,000 more sessions in 2020 as compared to the same months in 2019. 
This indicates that patrons were viewing research guide content in a significantly 
higher amount in 2020 than in 2019, and may be viewing more research guide 
content during their visits. The authors speculate that this may be due to the 
integration of LTI, which bypasses the home page but makes guides easier to access 
through the Blackboard Learning Management System, thanks to its direct linking 
of relevant guides to Blackboard course shells. 





2019 5515 11689 13708 12460 9614 6134 5077 5287 13722 14745 14070 9331 121352 10112.67 
2020 6770 12129 15303 14035 12411 8444 7398 9176 17894 17580 15370 9764 146274 12189.50 
Change 23% 4% 12% 13% 29% 38% 46% 74% 30% 19% 9% 5% 24922 21% 
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Discussion 
From the data listed above, the use of Instagram and Twitter as a means of 
communication appeared to be effective, as did the use of Research Guides. Several 
speculations for this should be considered. First, prior to COVID, the library had 
significant in-person computer use and dozens of in-person classes each semester. 
Classes may be a particularly high driver of website traffic, as many classes 
typically send students to the library home page, which likely increases website 
pageviews, sessions, users, and new users. The lack of in-person computers and 
classes may also have contributed to the lessened use of the Research Guides home 
page. Interestingly, the library’s LTI usage numbers, which measure how students 
connect from Blackboard to their courses, were also up significantly, showing 
increased use of the LTI tool and other linked content such as E-reserves during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This might indicate that LTI is sending patrons directly to the 
guides they need, bypassing the home page, so further research will have to be 
conducted. Other causes of usage change could also result from the library’s 
creation of a new FAQ page with Springshare’s LibAnswers, which now has 60 
question and answer entries and has attracted 857 page views as of April 2021. 
Further research is needed to better understand the impact of LTI and FAQs on 
patron use patterns.  
In terms of social media, Facebook usage appeared to drop significantly. The lower 
usage points to the possibility that fewer people are using Facebook, which has been 
noted in media reports as well (Zara, 2021). Also, Facebook pushes its advertising 
platform very heavily to organizations. Because the Leonard Lief Library does not 
pay for Facebook’s advertising product, it is possible that the Facebook algorithm is 
less likely to recommend the library’s content.  
After conducting this research, the authors had the opportunity to briefly read 
transcripts of reference questions the library received during the pandemic. While 
the Leonard Lief Library tried to respond to this kind of feedback in real-time, in 
retrospect, there are some topics that might not have been adequately covered on 
social media, the website, or research guides. For instance, many questions since 
the COVID-19 closure seemed to focus on setting up library barcodes to enable off 
campus access to library resources. This is perhaps due to an increase of online 
assignments and because of more research being conducted off-campus instead of 
on-campus. Log-on procedures also changed in the summer of 2020, when the 
University adopted a new log-on system, again creating confusion. In hindsight, 
more messaging about off-campus access may have been needed. 
Overall, the library’s online communication strategy was generally well received, 
with anecdotal complements being delivered by students, faculty, staff, and 
colleagues. The chief librarian, in conversations with peers, also noted that other 
institutions adopted guides similar to the remote resources guide based on student 
feedback about the utility of this resource. Leonard Lief Library faculty also noticed 
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other libraries adopted similar social media strategies such as library worker-photo 
collages.   
Future 
OCLC’s decision to sell QuestionPoint to Springshare in 2019 led to the library, as 
part of its CUNY consortium, migrating its chat and email reference from 
QuestionPoint to the LibAnswers/LibChat platform during 2020. The 
LibAnswers/LibChat platform has a dedicated FAQ feature, and was a new 
software package to learn during a difficult time for reference. While this platform 
change required training, the overall ease of use for updating this feature led the 
library to adopt this as a new way to distribute up-to-date information for students. 
With this new tool, the Library also replaced a home-grown Frequently Asked 
Questions (FAQ) page in Research Guides with a page of similar information 
created with the LibAnswers FAQ tool. This updated FAQ was then embedded in 
the remote resources guide. In addition, LibAnswers FAQs have begun to be added 
to more guides and on other places across the website by using Springshare’s 
embedding features. 
Also, as of the writing of this paper, the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic have become part of everyday life in many ways, which makes less 
information about service changes necessary, as fewer services change on a week-to-
week basis. In response to this, social media announcements are now posted 
approximately once a week as they were before the pandemic, and updates have 
focused more on databases, library readings, and other campus announcements that 
were common before the coronavirus pandemic. The authors anticipate this will 
continue until the library receives concrete information about reopening plans. 
When that information becomes available, the website, social media, and research 
guides will again be updated, and will likely include information regarding 
reopening hours, visiting procedures, personal protective equipment policies, and 
more. It will be interesting to compare how communication regarding the closing 
was handled as compared to the library’s reopening when that point is reached. At 
present, a library reopening looks likely in Fall 2021, and the library plans to use 
continue to use its website, research guides, and social media, along with the newer 
FAQs to share information with its patron community. As part of this, content will 
include additional tools such as video content. The Library will also consider 
making a permanent place on the home page for information probable check-in and 
in-person access procedures.  
Conclusion   
Due to the worldwide coronavirus crisis, the delivery of library services was forced 
to change to protect patron and library worker safety. As the Leonard Lief library 
went from in-person and online reference to an environment solely centered on chat, 
email, and to a lesser degree phone reference, a need to focus on increasing the 
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library’s digital presence became vital. Since a lack of physical location meant that 
students had to make a conscious effort to visit the library online, the library 
responded by implementing a multi-mode communication strategy to deliver 
information at the most common point of contact with the library, specifically the 
website, social media platforms, and research guides. Measurement of the library’s 
communication strategy using analytics showed this communication strategy 
seemed to work better on some platforms than others, and that Instagram, Twitter, 
and the Research Guides were perhaps the most effective tools for communication.  
It remains to be seen how library service will continue to evolve as more people are 
vaccinated and a return to full in-person library service becomes increasingly likely. 
The authors are confident that utilizing the library’s website, research guides, and 
social media tools will continue to be an effective strategy for communicating with 
the library’s patron community.   
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